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Abstract 
In this study, Japanese university learners of English piloted a series of self-paced online tutorials on the use of 
grammatical voice from a concept-based approach. Assessment results indicated a tendency toward overgeneralized 
acceptance of those aspects inconsistent with the learners’ L1. Post-treatment survey data further revealed that the 
computerized modules were generally well accepted because of their interactivity yet could benefit from additional 
examples and more thorough feedback. These findings suggest that while a technology-enhanced approach to 
teaching the concept of grammatical voice may have pedagogical potential, the existing modules will require further 
development to be fully viable. 
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1. Introduction 
Solid command of grammatical voice (i.e. expression of the relationship of the subject to the verb) is 
important to effective academic writing (Dudley-Evans & St. John, 1998), but the difficulty of teaching of 
it has long been a point of interest and discussion (e.g. Hinkel, 2002; Master, 1991; Owen, 1993). As 
traditional, rule-based approaches to teaching grammatical voice generally fail to provide learners with a 
sufficiently elaborated model for their linguistic choices, Johnson and Lyddon (in preparation) have 
drawn on Negueruela’s (2003) notion of a scheme for the complete operational basis of action, or 
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SCOBA, and developed a successful concept-based alternative, which targets learner understanding of 
not only requisite grammatical representations but their underlying principles of agency (i.e. initiation of 
an action), animacy (i.e. the degree to which an entity is capable of conscious action), and transitivity (i.e. 
the association between a verb and a direct object) as well. The resulting gains in linguistic competence, 
however, come at the cost of three 90-minute class periods, whereas the number of study hours required 
to attain the necessary level of proficiency to effectively use a language for academic and professional 
purposes already exceeds that which most language programs can provide in the classroom. As such, the 
aim of this study was to explore the possibility of adapting a concept-based approach to the development 
of computerized modules that might serve as online self-access materials to supplement face-to-face 
instruction and thereby save valuable in-class lesson time for other important pedagogical objectives. 
2. Method 
The study took place over a six-week period in the spring of 2010 at a computer science university in 
northern Japan. The participants were third- and fourth-year students enrolled in an English-language 
elective course on learner autonomy. In the first week of the investigation, about midway through the 
course, the learners all completed a 29-item grammatical acceptability judgment task consisting of 
randomly ordered sentences representing in roughly equal numbers one of six key categories as follows: 
 
x Animate Agent + Active Transitive Verb, Acceptable (AATA) 
x e.g. The investigators solved the problem. 
x Inanimate Agent + Active Transitive Verb, Acceptable (IATA) 
x e.g. This article describes a new software application. 
x Inanimate Agent + Active Transitive Verb, Unacceptable (IATU) 
x e.g. *Circuit theory configured the chip. 
x Inanimate Agent + Passive Transitive Verb, Acceptable (IPTA) 
x e.g. The results were analyzed in a statistical program. 
x Inanimate Agent + Passive Transitive Verb, Unacceptable (IPTU) 
x e.g. *A virus was deleted many records. 
x Inanimate Agent + Passive Intransitive Verb, Unacceptable (IPIU) 
x e.g. *An error was occurred during installation. 
 
Beginning two weeks after the pretest, every week for three weeks, the students were provided with 
one of a series of computerized modules created in Adobe® Director® to teach the principal factors 
involved with grammatical voice. The first module began with a rationale for learning to use grammatical 
voice and then presented the concept of agency through bilingual explanations of essential points and 
short closed-response type comprehension checks (e.g. items requiring the learner to identify the key 
elements of sentences) such as the one shown in Figure 1. It then concluded with a summary of the main 
points. The second module followed the same basic format, except that it began with a review of agency 
and then focused on the concept of animacy. 
The final module began with a review of both agency and animacy, elucidated the concept of 
transitivity, and then took the learners through a metalinguistic probing exercise to help them 
interactively construct the constituent branches of a concept map to guide their thought processes in 
deciding when to use the active or passive voice, as illustrated in Figure 2. 
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Figure 1. Typical comprehension check exercise 
 
 
Figure 2. Completed conceptual map of the decision-making process for choosing active or passive voice 
Though it would have been preferable to pilot these newly developed instructional materials in a 
controlled setting, the on-campus computer labs were unfortunately not equipped with the necessary 
Shockwave® player for running the Director projectors. Consequently, the modules were presented in 
class and then made available through an online learning management system for private downloading. 
To encourage their completion, they were also linked to homework assignments designed to reinforce the 
corresponding weekly course themes. 
One week after the presentation of the final module, the learners were given the same grammatical 
acceptability judgment task that they completed at the beginning of the study. Despite an original course 
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enrolment of 27 students, however, the results of all but three had to be excluded from any statistical 
pretest-posttest comparisons on account of the others either withdrawing from the course, missing one or 
the other of the two performance measures, attending another course that included explicit instruction on 
grammatical voice, or failing to download and complete all the instructional modules. In any case, as one 
learner showed an overall gain of 3 points and the other two showed net losses of 2 points each, any 
treatment effects that might have been found would not have been in the desired direction. 
A look at the change scores listed for each learner by item category in Figure 3, however, reveals a 
slightly different picture. 
 
 Item Category 
Participant AATA IATA IATU IPTA IPTU IPIU 
P1 0* +2 -2 +1 +1* +1* 
P2 0* -2 0 0 0* 0* 
P3 0* 0* -3 0* 0* +1* 
* Participant attained maximum score. 
Figure 3. Pretest-posttest change scores by participant across item categories. 
The perfect scores on the items involving animate agents with active transitive verbs (AATA) on both the 
pre- and posttest can be explained by the acceptability of this type of sentence in both Japanese and 
English. A more interesting observation, however, is that apparent gains in some categories were masked 
by losses in others. After the treatment, all three participants correctly rejected all instances of inanimate 
agents with passive intransitive verbs (IPUI), an arrangement that is possible in Japanese but never in 
English. The change scores in the inanimate agents with passive transitive verbs categories (IPTA and 
IPTU) also suggest that one learner already knew how to distinguish acceptable and unacceptable 
sentences of these types and that one other is gradually improving his understanding in this area. 
Troubling, however, is the final pattern (i.e. the negative changes in performance in determining the 
acceptability of inanimate agents with active transitive verbs). As this combination is generally 
disallowed in Japanese, it is interesting to note that the learners did not necessarily reject them all 
initially. It would appear that after the treatment, however, Participants 1 and 3, consistent with the 
majority of participants in Johnson and Lyddon (in preparation), overgeneralized the acceptability of this 
phenomenon without regard for semantic considerations. Moreover, Participant 2 seems also to have 
overgeneralized his judgments, but in the opposite direction. Clearly, the portions of the modules dealing 
with inanimate agents and passive transitive verbs will need to be revised in future versions. 
Suggesting other areas for improvement were the results of a post-treatment survey, which was 
administered in class in the week following the posttest. Of the 11 students responding, 10 reported 
having downloaded all three modules, and 9 of those 10 indicated having completed them in their 
entirety. Furthermore, 70% claimed to have completed all or most of the comprehension check exercises 
at least somewhat seriously, although only 50% said they answered all or most of the items correctly. 
Additionally, while 70% attested to usually reviewing the preceding instructional material immediately 
after each comprehension check, only 30% ever repeated the entire module after its completion. 
Unsurprisingly, the mode number of out-of-class views for each module was 1, and the mean time spent 
studying each one was 40 minutes, 32.5 minutes, and 52.5 minutes for agency, animacy, and transitivity, 
respectively. 
Asked to compare the modules to past lecture-based lessons on similar topics, half the learners 
characterized the former as more enjoyable, the other half considering them no more nor less so. In terms 
of comprehensibility, half the students once again indicated that the modules were at least somewhat 
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easier to understand, although one claimed to find them somewhat less so. Finally, in response to a pair of 
open-ended questions, two students gave interactivity and another mentioned the repetition of examples 
as strengths of the modules, while three students suggested adding more examples and one student 
requested more detailed feedback. 
3. Conclusions 
On the basis of patterns emerging from the comparison of pre- and posttest results in the six item 
categories examined, it appears that while some parts of the modules seem to be functioning properly and 
spurring the desired type of learner development, others (notably those dealing with the acceptability of 
inanimate agents with active transitive verbs) are perhaps unclear or confusing as they seem to be leading 
learners to overgeneralization. The explanations and exercises in these areas will thus require further 
elaboration before their next trial. Unfortunately, I am unfamiliar with any empirical study of the factors 
affecting the acceptability of these types of academic metaphors other than that of Low (1999), who only 
dealt with the personification of essays. A corpus analysis in this area would not only help to unravel this 
particular mystery but would also provide additional and more relevant training items, and thus partly 
respond to one of the common suggestions for improvement gleaned from the user surveys. Another 
projected modification for the next version of the modules is the incorporation of both better general 
feedback to prompt learners to reflect critically on their errors and new remedial branching options 
offering immediate conceptual elucidation since many students in the present investigation revealed a 
tendency not to review. Finally, the next round of modules will be piloted in a lab setting in order to 
better control participant attrition and thereby obtain more robust data for determining the efficacy of this 
technology-enhanced approach. 
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